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Introduction 

This paper will discuss the extent to which trade unions are democratic 

organisations.  It will begin with a definition of democracy that can be used to 

compare the different structures within trade unions. 

The class nature of trade unions will be assessed before looking at early examples 

of craft unionism and the experience of the “rank and file”.  The paper will then look 

at bureaucracy, including how and why it forms as well as how it can be countered. 

These historical perspectives will be built upon by looking at the impact of anti-trade 

union laws and the ironic position of neoliberal politicians attempting to democratise 

trade unions.   How those attempts bolstered the power of the union leaders and 

provided another layer of bureaucracy between them and the membership will be 

assessed. 

Anarchist democracy will be defined with both historical and contemporary examples 

within unions and social movements including examples from rank and file activity.   

Further to establishing how far unions can be said to be democratic the question 

merits an assessment of the improvements that could be made to trade union 

democracy.  The paper concludes by looking at the possibilities drawing on 

anarchism is an example. 

 

Democracy 

The etymology of the word is the joining of the ancient Greek demos, meaning 

people, and kratos, meaning power and has been made famous by the system in 

operation in ancient Athens (Goodwin 2002:272).  In a literal sense it could be said 

that an organisation is democratic when the people involved within its structures hold 

power.   

Athenian democracy still resonates throughout the world with its principles of liberty, 

participation and rights.  Ideas such as the rule of law and justice were strong in the 

system (Roper 2013:35).  However, ancient Athens still operated slavery and 

patriarchy and there were strict rules on how old a man needed to be before he 

could become a full citizen.  Democracy in its original form was not therefore an 

inclusive model. 



Modern Parliamentary democracy owes more to Roman republicanism than to 

Athenian democracy (Roper 2013:35).  Roper defines and contrasts liberal 

representative democracy with socialist participatory democracy.  The latter 

constitutes a decentralisation of power to citizens giving them effective democratic 

control over the means of production, social institutions and their workplaces (Roper 

2013:240).  

Democracy can therefore mean different things to different people (Ricketts 2012:6).  

In trade unions a mixture of processes have developed over time.  In terms of this 

paper the more direct involvement that an individual can have within trade union 

processes, the more democratic that process is considered to be.   

 

The historical perspective of union democracy 

The term “the unions” is used frequently in the literature but to describe different 

phenomena.  It is used to mean the decision of union leaders at a national level but it 

is also used in reference to mass membership and decisions taken at workplace 

level.  In this way it is possible to view unions as institutions on the one hand and in 

the form of a movement on the other (Cohen 2006:149). 

 

Trade unions, the rank and file and class 

Trade unions form for class reasons.  Fairbrother (1984:89) claims that by their very 

definition trade unions are working class organisations and furthermore they exist to 

promote some form of socialism and a better world.  In order that trade unions 

advance the interests of their members and their class then they must at an 

organisational level understand what their members want.  Democratic structure 

therefore plays an important role in gathering the views of members, gaining a 

mandate from them and advancing their interests.  As McIlroy (1990:153) points out 

trade unions should not be seen as mere debating chambers: ideas need to be 

formulated and then acted upon.  McIlroy goes on to point out that the practice of 

moving from idea formulation to activity can be a messy process.  Indeed, a case 

can be argued that efficiency and democracy are opposing forces in trade unions. 

The Webbs (sited in Hyman 1975:70) took the view that direct democracy within 

unions needed to be replaced with bureaucratic structures in the name of efficiency 

as the organisations grew from craft unions into larger structures.  However, if unions 

exist to pursue working class aims and foster class consciousness then democracy 

is undoubtedly required to establish what the working class actually wants.  As 

Hyman (1975:84) puts it "Whether or not union democracy is an efficient method of 

achieving union objectives, it is subversive of the very rationale of unionism to 

divorce democracy from the formulation of these objectives".   



Lynd and Lynd (2011:xi) describe rank and file trade union activity as “solidarity 

unionism”.  Darlington and Upchurch (2012:11) define rank and file union members 

as the mass membership below full time officer level.  Lynd and Lynd consider that 

rank and file workers organise networks that cut across communities, workplaces 

and trades to offer mutual support.  They were writing about a specific period of 

American history in which the bureaucratic structures of trade unions were yet to 

emerge and trade unionists had few rights.  The testimonies contained in their work 

show how much was achieved by wildcat action, go-slows and spontaneous 

walkouts.  The fight for the American rank and file in the 1930s was a fight for 

democracy.  They wanted this democracy to seep through all layers of society and in 

particular to end the tyranny of the workplace bosses (Lynd and Lynd 2011:1).  

Within a few short decades these unions were very different organisations:  

bureaucracy had set in, communists had been removed during the McCarthyite era 

and Cold War dogma seeped into the movement (Moody 2010:107) 

In the example of both rank and file activists and those involved with craft unions we 

find workers organising themselves in small, close-knit communities combining their 

networks for maximum effect.  Decisions were taken democratically in assemblies of 

workers and what formal leadership roles existed were often filled by delegates for 

short terms of office (Hyman 1975:70). 

 

The development of structures, hierarchy and bureaucracy 

As unions grew structures and hierarchies were developed.  Union democracy 

became defined by references to ballot procedures (Fairbrother 1984:25).  

Representatives became elected by secret ballot and at best a separation of powers 

restricted them from taking absolute control in a given area.  Representatives could 

be held to account at election time and during conferences (Fairbrother 1984:25) but 

normally outside of those times they could and did act independently.  This form of 

democratic structure has become common in the trade union movement in the UK 

following reforms by successive Conservative governments in the 1980s (McIlroy 

1990:145).  The Tories saw union activity in the preceding decades as being forced 

upon a passive membership by union leaderships (McIlroy 1990:169).  Some writers 

label this as “Tory Democracy” with the plans designed to create unions with 

narrower concerns and reduce the number of strikes (Fairbrother 1984:26).  From 

such a perspective we can conclude that ruling class attempts such as this actively 

decrease the level of democracy in the union movement because they make it 

harder for members to combine together and pursue class interests.  McIlroy 

(1990:153) describes these changes as bringing forward “business unionism” which 

has also become closely associated with the servicing model whereby members are 

seen more as clients.   



Another aspect in the growth of unions is the creation of full time officer (FTO) 

positions.  FTO’s often act cautiously with the desire to achieve stability and 

continuity rather than seeking industrial action (Darlington and Upchurch 2012:1).  It 

could be said that FTOs enter a new social stratum when they take up such a post 

(Hyman 1975:78).  This is very different from their previous role as a union member 

and activist.  They will find a new circle of friends on top of their new responsibilities 

which include loyalty to the union rather than the members.  Just as unions exist to 

oppose ruling class hegemony, the internal structures create hegemonic forces that 

some activists and officers come to protect.  Cliff and Gluckstein (1986:5) describe 

trade union bureaucracy in relation to the Roman god Janus who looks forward and 

back with two faces.  The movement looks to employers and the state just as much 

as it looks to its members.  Bureaucrats, whose outlook is towards the institution may 

find the idea of mass mobilisation from below and the concept of direct democracy a 

major challenge as their loyalty is to the institution (Cohen 2006:151).  The impact of 

FTOs on democracy includes their concern to improve the terms of exploited 

workers rather than to end that exploitation completely (Darlington and Upchurch 

2012:3).  In 1919 members of the British miners, railwaymen and transport workers 

organised strike action.  Prime Minister Lloyd George informed union leaders that if 

they went ahead with their strike the government would be completely defeated and 

it would be up to them to run the country.  With the prospect of overthrowing the 

system the union leaders gave in.  In this way union bureaucrats tend to manage 

discontent (Darlington and Upchurch 2012:4-5).  The bureaucracy can also bolster 

its position by recruiting specialised personnel who can form a centralised stratum 

holding power over the rank and file (Darlington and Upchurch 2012:7).  This 

specialised group may have control over resources, finances and technical or legal 

expertise. 

 

Bureaucratising the Rank and File 

However this situation has been further complicated by what Hyman referred to as 

the “bureaucratisation of the rank and file” as the organisation of shop stewards has 

over time become much more closely integrated with the work of the traditional 

bureaucracy including shop stewards occupying full time union positions (Darlington 

and Upchurch 2012:1).  The 1968 Donovan Report would sow the seeds for 

industrial legislation and included the aim of introducing “greater order into factory 

and workplace relations” (Donovan Report 1968, quoted in Industrial Relations vol. 

23 No.4:689).  The report began to be taken more seriously in the1970s and this 

generated a bureaucratisation of workplace structures (Cohen 2006:40).  This shows 

the bureaucracy and the rank and file cannot be considered as separate entities.   

In Britain many senior FTO positions are elected.  However, using a broad definition 

of democracy in which the people have direct power it is clear that FTOs wield great 

power and can use it to suppress the desires of the rank and file.  Hyman (1975:62) 



makes the point that when unions become established organisations they can 

become a focus of loyalty in their own right making them ill equipped to meet the 

needs of members.  The fact that FTOs get piecemeal results is an essential part of 

the dynamic which can prevent the rank and file mobilising as a unified force (Cliff 

and Gluckstein 1985:5).  Darlington and Upchurch (2012:9) site Hyman’s idea of 

“controlled militancy” during which officials promote militant action in order to ensure 

that it is largely demonstrative.  The TUC backed strike of 30 November, 2011 could 

be said to fit into this mould as it soon became clear that it would be a one-off in the 

fight for public sector pensions.  It is also possible that the bureaucracy can be side-

tracked by various framing processes.  Top-down leadership plays a crucial role in 

framing the position of the union and future action that it needs to take (Frege and 

Kelly 2003:20).  An example of current framing processes could be the drive for 

increased membership levels by Unison in the UK recently launching a major 

campaign on this issue potentially at the expense of progressing workplace concerns 

(see annex 1).  

There is a view that bureaucrats are still in a position to understand the needs of the 

union membership and act accordingly (McIlroy 1990:153).  This suggests that 

democratic control of bureaucrats is an important issue.  Building on the “iron law of 

oligarchy” first posited by Michels, Fairbrother (2006:6) claims that bureaucratisation 

of unions is inevitable and that democracy is the counter to it.  If bureaucracy is 

inevitable then experimentation will be needed in terms of democratic structure in 

order to ensure that it is effective.  However, the inevitability of bureaucratisation is 

an assumption that ignores unions and other organisations which work along 

horizontal lines and without formal leaders, for example the Industrial Workers of the 

World (IWW).  It also ignores historical examples of the rank and file using delegates 

and direct democracy (Cohen 2006: 166). 

Michels laments on the situation of radical trade unionists who rise through the ranks 

and end up becoming part of the trade union elite.  The example of union leaders 

becoming parliamentarians and even cabinet ministers is a useful reminder of how 

far removed from the membership leaders can become (Michels 2001:210).  In 

assessing working class parties and by proxy trade unions Michels asserts that as 

these grow they tend  hark back to previous glories to gain membership but they 

become inert and sluggish and can start to resemble the very things they claim to 

oppose (Michels 2001:221).  At the same time we should also note the positive effect 

transformational leaders can have on the membership and activists.  They can 

inspire new members and activists to rise up often with a radical agenda (Cregan, 

Bartram and Stanton 2009:705).  This in turn can be linked to the class basis for 

trade unions and mobilisation theory (Kelly 1998) showing that leaders can have an 

incredibly positive effect on class based action and mobilising the rank and file.  

Radical action is a learning process in which people learn to strike and build such 

action up in their consciousness (Tilly cited in Upchurch and Mathers 2012:9).  



Transformational leaders can therefore increase democracy because the results can 

be more people getting involved with the running of the union. 

 

The influence of social democracy 

Darlington and Upchurch (2012) rightly highlight the issue of Labourism in countries 

where unions are tied to specific political parties and fund those parties in order to 

help them achieve election victories and governmental power.  This ties those unions 

into social democracy rather than revolutionary politics which ultimately leads to 

further negotiation and compromise.  For example when the UK Labour party is in 

power government ministers have been known to put pressure on trade union 

leaders to ensure that government is not undermined (Darlington and Upchurch 

2012:6).  In the 1970s the Bennite left within the Labour government was 

progressing a form of industrial democracy that diverted the unions from simple class 

struggle towards parliamentary policies and a say over management decisions 

(Cohen 2006:42).  Many of the reforms originated by the Conservative government 

in the 1980s in the UK were initially fought by the TUC but enough compromise 

allowed the reforms through.  In fact the TUC failed to take effective action 

meanwhile on the ground the working class was still taking part in disputes, strikes 

and occupations (Cohen 2006:55-56).  

One feature of the literature on trade union democracy is that it represents the 

frustrations of academics coming to the subject from a class based position (for 

example Hyman 1975, Darlington and Upchurch 2012).  The debate on the control of 

the rank and file, the ascendancy of social democracy rather than Marxist revolution 

cannot be ignored.  There is little information in to suggest that Marxist groups are 

heavily involved with a major push for democratisation within the unions.  In fact, it 

should be noted that in Britain one long-term strategy within trade unions has been 

to build broad left coalitions in order to challenge bureaucracy rather than to build up 

a coalition of rank and file activists from below (Darlington and Upchurch 2012:10).  

This has been a strategy not just of bureaucrats and FTO’s but of Marxists and 

social democrats. 

 

The Ideal of Trade Union Democracy  

This starts from the principle that members should elect delegates rather than 

representatives (Fairbrother 1984:24).  The key features revolve around ensuring 

that the delegates conform to the view of the members and report back on their 

activities.  In this way policies and activities are determined.  Cohen and Fosh 

(1988), quoted in McIlroy (1990:162), wrote about activities designed to enhance 

participation in order to improve feelings of collectivism.  This idea places an 



emphasis on workplace meetings, effective communications and democratic 

leadership and it relies on a commitment to pursue the aims of the membership.   

Anarchism 

The role of anarchism and its association with direct democracy needs to be 

considered in the context of the trade union movement.  There is a great deal of 

literature on what anarchism is and how it might work in practice (see for example 

Goodwin 2001:121-146, Kinna 2005, Marshall 1993 and McKay 2007).    Taking the 

literature as a whole it is clear that there are many versions of anarchism (Amster et 

al 2009:5) and for the purpose of this paper a broad definition will be used.  

Moreover anarchist democracy has not been set down in one place but is the result 

of custom and practice built on theory from many different writers.  It includes ideals 

such as direct democracy, consensus building, horizontal structures with fewer 

leadership roles, delegation rather than representation and federated structures.  It 

includes the notion that organisations network on the basis of mutual cooperation. 

At its most basic level anarchism is a belief in human freedom; that people can live in 

peace and equality if they organise their lives collectively in mutual understanding.  

In so doing anarchists generally cite government, the law, and private property as 

the three evils that perpetuate formal authority (Goodwin 2002:122).   

Anarchist democracy and Marxist criticisms 

In some regards the suggestions Hyman and Fairbrother, for example using 

delegates rather than representatives and making the workplace the centre of union 

life ties closely with anarchist thinking on the matter.  However, there are some key 

criticisms of anarchism levelled at it from a Marxist position.  One important 

distinction between Marxism and anarchism is the fact that anarchists believe that a 

new society can be built in the shell of the old one.  Ricketts (2012:24) details why so 

many social movements opt for such an egalitarian structure and direct democracy:  

the anarchist desire is to build a society without formal authority using structures that 

do not fall into the trap of perpetuating the very system that is being opposed.  

Marxists on the other hand, can often fall into the trap of advocating a radical 

egalitarian society but only following the revolution.  Roper (2013:275) for example 

sets out a Marxist form of democracy based on the Paris Commune (1871) to 

encompass all aspects of society but categorically states that it can only be put into 

operation following the (inevitable) revolution.  The assumption from this position 

regarding trade unions has to be that strong leadership and party structure are 

needed, even if Marxist academics writing on the subject have suggested otherwise. 

In his Marxist criticism of anarchism John Molyneux (2011:21) correctly identifies 

leadership as a “fact”.  Even at times of direct democracy leadership exists; in 

assembly meetings there will be people whose ideas get put into action, there will be 

people who are given work to progress and there will be people with more 



responsibility than others.  However this point is followed up with an argument for 

strong working-class parties which by their very nature would be bureaucratic and 

oligarchic, as if the fact of leadership means that there can only be one kind.  The 

anarchist position is that leadership roles should be filled by people acting as 

delegates who can be recalled by the membership and in any case these roles 

should be filled for short periods of time only (see Graeber 2013:298 for example). 

Consensus building and direct democracy 

Building consensus is mainly associated with small groups and has been used to 

great effect by the Occupy movement as described by Holmes (2012:153-154) and 

Castells (2012:178-184).  However, it is clear that there are times when agreement 

will not be reached and there needs to be mechanisms by which movements can 

continue without getting bogged down (Molyneux 2011:73).  Voting and the issue of 

majority rule still have an important place in workplace democracy.  Consensus 

decision-making though is much misunderstood and often dismissed out of hand.  

There is a need to establish how it can be used and when; as Cornell (2012:172) 

puts it, we need to “de-fetishize” it.  This is particularly true in the trade union 

movement where meetings have been organised the same way for decades (see 

Citrine 1939).  The movement has grown used to committees at various levels 

dealing with various issues and the roles of the people within those committees is 

also understood.  The use of executive committees, standing orders committees, 

editorial boards and dispute committees are all standard across the movement.  We 

have discussed already how the leadership and the bureaucracy can control the 

movement.  The various committees and hierarchical structure play a vital role in this 

power dynamic. 

 



 

Consensus Flowchart used by Occupy Atlanta  

It is argued that by avoiding voting and building consensus a group of people can 

avoid the tyranny of the majority and can achieve a state where decisions are 

accessed by all instead of being a cause of division (Kinna 2005:144).  As a 

participant observer at Occupy London and in the Civil Service Rank and File 

Network I have witnessed consensus decision making.  Whilst it is time consuming it 

tends to engender a positive way of working in which people listen to each other’s 

arguments and adjust their position accordingly.  These experiences are few in 

number and brief but correspond with the literature advocating consensus, for 

example Graeber (2013:202).  It is emerging how well consensus democracy worked 

for a while as part of the Occupy movement, particularly when the camps were 

planning activity (Graeber 2012: 428).  Obviously, information on how it didn’t work 

and why it fell apart will be just as important if the lessons and improvements needed 

to this democratic model are learnt. 

 

 

 



Horizontal structures, federalism and the “tyranny of structurelessness” 

With anarchism there are fewer opportunities for bureaucratisation (Michels 

2001:214).  Anarchism offers the trade union movement fewer leaders and a 

horizontal structure that allows them to break away from the iron law of oligarchy and 

become truly democratic.  However, Michels (2001:216) does observe that even 

anarchists have a tendency towards oligarchy particularly when their structures 

become formal. 

Federalism and delegation allow key decisions to flow up from the bottom rather than 

originating from the top (McKay 2007:40).  For example delegation can enable a 

small group of people to act in the interests of large groups which they report back 

to.  It is possible to retain consensus even at these higher levels.  Indeed, many 

international treaties are created through consensus building starting with a rough 

outline of a proposal, built up progressively through discussion (Ricketts 2012:266-

267).  Considering the level of tension in international relations this might not be 

considered a total success. 

Freeman (1970:2) points out that in any group elites tend to form and influence 

decision making.  This means that individuals working in direct democracy may have 

a structure that enables power to be shared equally but inevitably some people 

within that structure will be able to exercise their power to a greater or lesser extent 

than others leading to oligarchy.  Freeman was writing about the “tyranny of 

structurelessness” but this is now a largely meaningless phrase because anarchists 

would not argue that they are proposing structurelessness rather that they propose a 

horizontal structure with very few formal leadership roles.  However the analysis 

provided is very useful for current groups as it builds on the historical issues in social 

movements at the time providing lessons to be learnt. 

In more recent times activists have sought to create structures that prevent elites 

from forming and keep leadership roles to a minimum.  Graeber details how the 

Occupy movement flourished because of the anarchist element within it and not 

despite it; meaning that the structure was anarchist but the movement contained a 

variety of people with different outlooks.  The establishment of direct democracy 

within the Occupy camps, the consensus building within them and the federated 

structure that allowed camps to talk to other camps and develop policy accordingly 

was an experiment which built upon the work of the Global Justice Movement of the 

previous two decades (Graeber 2013:89).  This was as much an experiment in 

structure as an experiment in democracy. 

The two decades either side of the turn of the 21st century saw a branching out of 

anti-capitalist protests.  On many protests and rallies disparate groups of 

environmentalists, feminists, animal rights activists, students, anti-war protesters and 

others could be seen protesting together against the free market.  These social 

movements represented an emerging network of concerns regarding neoliberalism 



and globalisation (Graeber 2012:426).  This network has slowly become more 

tangible and united and there are trends in the way the myriad groups do their 

business (Ricketts 2012) which the trade union movement could learn from.   

These movements have in many cases embraced leaderless structures and direct 

democracy.  As Paul Mason (2013:45) notes while writing about student movements 

in the UK in 2011 the old methods were being rejected.  In particular, current 

activists are apparently uninterested in rhetoric or leaders.  Their rejection of 

traditional structures allows new possibilities to be discovered and old ways of 

working to be revived that could be used to make our unions more democratic and 

more suitable to the current generation entering the workplace.   

 

Intersectionality, inclusiveness and promoting under-represented groups 

Direct democracy, consensus building and a lack of formal leadership roles offers 

opportunities to explore the promotion of under-represented groups.  There is a great 

deal of evidence to show that women and other groups within the trade union 

movement find it hard to progress in the hierarchy that has developed (Ledwith et al 

2011:10).  Trade unions are both oligarchic and patriarchal resulting in a great deal 

focused on breaking down the barriers holding people from achieving high office.  

The trade union movement is a gendered movement reacting as it is to neoliberal 

economics which is also gendered (Fonow and Fanzway 2007:165).  There is been 

a great deal of work on the use of Self Organised Groups (SOGs) and how they can 

ensure that issues affecting under-represented groups are given prominence within 

unions.  Ledwith (2006) details how strategies for inclusion have become 

mainstream including special structures to involve SOGs.  Much of the literature on 

under-represented groups focuses on how people and the issues that are pertinent 

to them can rise up the hierarchy, for example Ledwith et al (2011).  However, as we 

have seen the hierarchy via its very nature is oligarchic and bureaucratic and 

therefore it is not unreasonable to seek more flexible and informal forms of 

leadership in which everyone has an opportunity to thrive.  Direct democracy should 

in theory mean that barriers are broken down and each individual or group of 

individuals can influence decision making without hindrance.  This can be seen in 

SOGs which often work along horizontal lines and without formal leaders.  There is 

also a historical link between the consensus process used in the Occupy movement 

and feminist groups.  Graeber (2013:195) goes as far as to say that consensus 

should be called “feminist process”.  There is also evidence that a number of rank 

and file movements have devoted themselves entirely to dealing with issues 

affecting female workers, for example the testimony of Stella Nowicki organising 

young women’s groups and the Back of the Yard’s Councils (Lynd and Lynd 

2011:84).  This positive upshot of direct democracy could benefit all 

intersectionalities. 



In recent months workers and students at Sussex University have been in dispute 

with the employer over the prospect of outsourcing at the campus.  With several 

unions on site workers and students were finding it hard to organise within those 

hierarchies to take action.  As a result of this they decided to band together and 

organise a pop-up union (see annex 2) charging a nominal monthly fee and 

organised on horizontal grounds with few leaders.  The effectiveness of this is 

difficult to gauge at this stage but it shows how quickly and easily direct democracy 

can be formed and activity formulated. 

Direct democracy with federated structures allows social movements and workplace 

committees to work together in the interest of progressing joint aims.  The role of 

direct democracy, its connection to social movements is a useful area for exploration 

in terms of trade union democracy which could build on work already carried out in 

relation to social movement unionism.  Furthermore, new technology allows for 

virtual networking (Castells 2012:221) in which direct democracy and union 

organising can be experienced in another time and place away from the bosses and 

away from formal union structures.  This is another area which could be explored 

further. 

 

Conclusion 

The trade union movement started as a movement for democracy within the 

economy using direct democratic methods before working people even had the right 

to vote in national elections.  Over time unions have grown and become hierarchical 

and subject to the forces of bureaucracy, heavily influenced by social democrats 

uninterested in the overthrow of capitalism and the state.  It has also been influenced 

by revolutionaries within the movement who see democracy as something that can 

only exist following a revolution. 

Elected FTOs have contributed to the oligarchic nature of the modern trade union 

movement.  Meanwhile the state has successfully legislated so that what democracy 

exists in trade unions is based on parliamentary methods of secret ballots and 

representation.  Furthermore, the structures that have been crafted prevent people 

from under-represented groups from playing a full role in their unions and advocating 

class based activity from their unique perspectives. 

Anarchism presents the trade union movement with an opportunity to democratise 

and experiment in achieving the greatest level of involvement amongst members.  It 

could enable trade unions to become more fluid in structure for example via pop-up 

unions focused on specific issues and it enables people from under-represented 

groups to play a role in the union if they wish.  Anarchism therefore could be seen as 

a method of achieving the advances seen in the early years of craft unionism and the 

rank and file before the drive for efficiency and bureaucratisation.   



People involved with social movements are rejecting rhetoric, dogma and hierarchy 

suggesting that trade unions would benefit from horizontal structures in terms of 

increased membership.   The benefit of anarchist democracy is that everyone can 

embrace it as a good in itself without necessarily being an anarchist.  However, a 

move towards an anarchist structure within trade unions is likely to be hotly disputed.  

As we have seen there is a tendency towards bureaucratisation and oligarchy and it 

is likely that any moves to change union structure so that it is more democratic will 

be opposed.  Union leaders with an institutional outlook will look to institutional 

solutions to potential problems.  In terms of union revitalisation for example they are 

much more likely to look at downward trends in membership levels and attempt to 

reverse that with mergers and organising campaigns than to look at involving the 

membership (Cohen 2006:155).  Anarchism is also a very misunderstood ideology 

and due to this anything which proclaims to be anarchist in principle is likely to be 

opposed by other groups within the movement.   

Trade unions are not as democratic as they could and should be.  There is an 

opportunity though to correct that and this opportunity needs to be grasped and 

progressed urgently if trade unions are to remain relevant to the workers and the 

class they represent.  Through direct democracy with delegation rather than 

representation and federated structures the tendency for bureaucratisation and 

oligarchy may be broken. 
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